io6            THE  TIME  OF   MY   LIFE
enemy was miles away. He glanced up and gave me a solemn
wink, a good omen, which I returned promptly. When it came
my turn he said the battery would probably be sent to the
Philippine Islands. They'd have to take on a few soldiers to break
in this bunch of rookies, but he could find a place for anyone
who spoke Spanish and had been running guns into Cuba under
"Dynamite Johnny" O'Brien. If I came back tomorrow and
passed the doctor he'd swear me in.
At last my luck had turned, but not until the few dollars I
could borrow on rny only complete suit of clothes had been
nibbled down to a meagre eighty cents. Tomorrow I would have
a steady job for at least a year, and soon I would be on my way
to the Philippines. But as I walked down-town from the recruiting
office my thoughts were far from satisfying. I had hoped the
battery would be sent to Cuba; each year the longing to visit
my birthplace had deepened, each year my curiosity in respect to
my mother's family had grown more consuming. And on several
occasions Tantalus had led me to the open door to my desire, only
to slam it shut before I could enter.
Safely outside Cuban waters I had circumnavigated the island
three times, wondering what souvenirs were concealed in those
dim blue-grey hills and indentations. Possibly in that exact valley
at which I was staring lay my grandfather's plantation; possibly
at that very minute some unknown relative was gazing out to sea
and at the little ship steaming past so brazenly. I had often been
within a few yards of the beach, but only on dark nights, and once
at Nuevitas I had waded ashore to sense the heavy fragrance of
tropical vegetation, the incessant murmur of jungle creatures, the
black silhouettes of palms and giant ferns against the blue-black
sky. But the moist, fertile land and all that existed by reason
of it wore known, only by what I had read and felt in my
bones.
Tomorrow I would be in the army, but this evening I was free,
and for the first time in many days I would have a good dinner. I
ran wer m my mind, not what I most wanted, but what I could
get the most of for sixty-five cents; I must save fifteen ceats for
breakfast. . . .
Oa Fourteenth Street I saw a man whom I knew but could B0t
immediately identify. Evidently he was a stranger to New York
and firam the west, but where? Who was he? Where had I kamm
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